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§ 279. " our matchless constitution."—It was a great
shock to the rank-and-file of the Tories that their leaders should
have given way over the Catholic claims. The one force that
held them together was the feeling that the Whigs must be kept
out of office at all costs lest they should " destroy the Constitu-
tion " by putting through a reform of Parliament.
What, then, was the system which Wellington and his friends
so staunchly upheld ? Ever since the fifteenth century each
county had elected two members ; but there was no system about
the representation of towns. The Industrial Revolution had
caused a great shifting of population ; many places still sent
members to Parliament on the strength of a bygone importance,
when they had shrunk to a dozen voters or less ; while great
industrial towns had grown up, such as Birmingham, which had
no representation at all. The right to vote (" the franchise ")
was distributed in an equally haphazard way. In many boroughs
it was confined to members of the corporation; in others it
was enjoyed by all who paid rates ; in others to the holders of
particular dwellings; and so on. And there were scores of
" rotten boroughs "—constituencies in which there were so
few voters that the chief landlord of the place could procure
the election of anybody he liked by means of intimidation and
bribery. Thus the landlord-class really dominated Parliament.
A great nobleman like the Earl of Lonsdale returned ten
members of the House of Commons, while all Yorkshire
returned only two, and Manchester none at all!
Men of " liberal" views had often discussed the reform of
these injustices and absurdities, and Pitt had brought in a Bill
to end some of the worst of them ; but the borough-owners
fought tooth and nail to preserve the system to which they
owed so much of their wealth and importance, and they had
hitherto been successful. During the 'twenties, however, the
demand for reform had been growing louder and more insistent.
The Whigs, who had long been rather half-hearted about it, now
took it up with renewed enthusiasm as a popular move against
the Tory Government. Radicals like Cobbett, too, were

